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DANCING TO THE WELCOME TABLE John 9:1-38 n a sermon by Mel Williams n Watts Street Baptist Church n March 6, 2005 (Lent 4) 
Lectio divina (literally “divine reading”) is a method of listening carefully to Scripture, waiting for a word or phrase that captures your attention. When we listen to John 9 or updated versions of this story, we attend to the text, listening for the words that speak directly to us as a word from God. 
Listen to John Shea’s re-telling of the story of the blind man who was healed by Jesus. 
Another time Jesus smeared God like mud on the eyes of a man born blind and pushed him toward the pool of Siloam. The blind man splashed his eyes and stared in to the rippling reflection of the face he had only felt. First he did a handstand, then a cartwheel, and rounded off his joy with a series of summersaults. He ran to his neighbors, singing the news. They said, “You look like the blind beggar but we cannot be sure.” The problem was never that he was blind and could not look out but that they could see and did not look in. “I am the one, the seeing blind!” They seized him in mid cartwheel and dragged him to the authorities. “What do you think of the man who made the mud?” But the man born blind was staring at a green vase. His mouth was open slightly as if he was being fed by its color. “He is a sinner,” said a priest who knew what pleased God’s eyes. “Can one who lights candles in the eyes of night not have the fire of God in his hands?” said the man fondling the green vase. The priests murmured and sent for his parents who looked their son straight in his new eyes and said, “Looks like our son. But he is old enough to speak for himself.” Off the hook they hurried home. “All I know,” said the man with the green vase tucked under his robe, “is that I was blind and now I see.” But with his new eyes came a turbulence in his soul as if the man who calmed one sea turned another to storm. So before those who locked knowledge in a small room and kept the key on a string around their neck he launched into a theology of sin and salvation. It was then that the full horror of the miracle visited the priests. “You, steeped in sin, lecture us!” They tore him from the podium and threw him into the street where a man was rubbing mud from his hands. “How did it go?” “I talked back.” The man with new eyes took in every laughing line on the face of the Son who was as happy as a free man dancing on the far side of the Red Sea. 
- John Shea, “The Storyteller of God” in Stories of Faith 
This is a story of a breakthrough. A man is cured of blindness. But the religious authorities don’t understand. In that day people thought that illness or disability was the result of sin. Who sinned, they said, this man or his parents? They interrogate the man who is healed. “Tell us about this guy who healed you! He’s a sinner. He did this on the Sabbath, so he has broken the Sabbath law.” The quibbling goes on--- hardliners looking at the rules, the letter of the law. But the hardliners, the “Religious Right” of that day, are the ones who are blind. They could not see the good news before their eyes. 
While they’re checking their rulebooks, the healed man is dancing, brushing aside the nitpicking questions. “All I know,” he said, “all I know is that I’ve been healed.” He trusts his own experience of God and what God had done for him. “All I know, all I know, is that I was blind and now I see.” 
The man had discovered a God who did not live in the tight confines of a book of doctrines or rules. He had discovered a God who was loose in the world and free to act without restraint. 
I once heard of a conservative Southern Baptist church official, engaged in a heated argument over who is in and who is out, and he turned to his inclusive friend and said, “I just can’t allow God that much freedom.” (from David Rensberger, “Sinning and Seeing,” a sermon at Oakhurst Baptist Church, Decatur, GA., March 14, 1999) 
Can we allow God to be free? And once we notice the wonders, the miracles, that this free God works, then we see amazing reversals: the blind see, the seeing authorities are blind; the one who was out is now in; the sick become well; the one who was enslaved is now free. 
This is such a marvelous story. I’m struck by the fact that Jesus placed mud on the man’s eyes and told him, “Go wash in the pool of Siloam.” The man goes to the water, washes off the mud, and he comes back able to see. Do you notice the parallel with baptism? Once we go to the baptismal water, we rise with new eyes. We begin to see what we’d never seen before. 
Many of us have heard the story of Helen Keller, one of the remarkable Americans of the last century. When she was an infant Helen Keller contracted a serious illness that left her blind and deaf. At first her family pitied her and allowed her to do most anything she wanted. But her darkness was more than physical; she was cut off from relationships with those closest to her. The family hired Annie Sullivan to teach Helen. When she was 7, thanks to Annie, she had a breakthrough that shaped the rest of her life. In both a play and a movie, the breakthrough has been dramatized in a powerful way. 
Annie took Helen to a water pump; and as the water flowed into Helen’s hands, Annie signed the word “water” over and over again. The child suddenly made the association between the word and the reality. That moment opened up the world to Helen; it freed her, not only from the sightless, soundless world in which she lived, but it also opened her to those around her. 
Helen Keller lived a long and rich life and inspired many people to become aware of the gifts we have. Helen’s breakthrough at the water was the first of a series of breakthroughs for her—and through her, for us. 
The blind man’s story in John 9 is similar to Helen Keller’s. It starts with a breakthrough with water, at the pool of Siloam. Water marks the beginning of a long journey of “seeing.” (from Jude Siciliano, “First Impressions” for March 6, 2005) 
When we encounter Jesus, and in him encounter the living God, we learn to see in a new way. We are freed to live in a new way. We see colors and shapes and people in a new way. We have a story to tell. “All I know, all I know, is that I was saved…. All I know is that I was healed…. All I know is that I was freed…. All I know is that I was given a gift…. All I know is that I was called, I was sent to tell the story.” 
The blind man swept aside the nit-picky hardliners’ questions. He turned cartwheels and danced to the welcome table. Here he is no longer an outsider, a beggar on the margins. He has had his eyes opened, and he is now filled with self-esteem and a new beginning. He is dancing to the welcome table, where he is no longer cut off from others. He now is part of the group, the community. 
Like him, we come to the welcome table to celebrate the joyful feast of God’s people. 
All I know, he said, all I know, is (singing) “I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” 
Amen. 
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